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The prisons of Britain in the eighteenth century appear to have been some of the grimmest in Europe and, judging from the details given by John Howard and later James Neild, it is difficult to believe now that such things were possible in a professedly civilized country (Abraham 1933 ).
Yet to the inhabitants of London, brought up on the conditions then prevailing, it seemed quite right and natural that a jailer should make a handsome living out of fees, chargeable to prisons on admission and discharge. It did not seem odd that felons and debtors should live and sleep herded together, and that anyone there could get as much gin or beer to drink as he was able to pay for. It was taken as a matter of course that prisoners had to work for their food by plying their trades in prison, and that, if they could not, they ran serious risk of starvation; that no clothing was supplied to them, so that after a few months in jail they were in filthy rags unless they had been able to buy or procure more; and, finally, that if they fell ill there was frequently no medical cover at all, so that they must either die of neglect or recover in spite of it.
Although John Howard had been working for prison reform from 1773 to his death in 1790 and had persuaded the authorities to pass two Acts (1774), one abolishing jailers' fees and the other improving the sanitary state of prisons, the law was generally evaded (as the public did not see why they should pay for these prisoners) until public opinion could be brought to bear. Success was ultimately due to the propaganda of others, especially Dr John Coakley Lettsom and James Neild (Newman 1975) , both of them Quakers and all of them private citizens. James Neild's early life Neild (Figure l) was born on 4 June 1744 at Knutsford, Cheshire, where his Quaker family had some property. After a brief education, he spent two years with his farmer uncle. However, at the end of 1760, he obtained a post with a jeweller in London and was shortly afterward employed by Hemming, the King's goldsmith. He developed great mechanical skill and also learned to engrave and model. In 1770a legacy from his uncle, the farmer, enabled him to set up in business as a jeweller in St James' Street. This achieved great success and in 1792 he retired a wealthy man (Pettigrew 1817) .
From Hogarth's drawings, particularly 'Gin Lane', we can visualize what London, with a population of some three-quarters of a million, was like in 1760. The lighting of the main streets was by oil lamps, while the side streets were not lit at all, except by candles required by law to be placed in the shop windows. Gas lighting was not introduced in London before 1807. The streets were paved with round cobbles, which inclined to a central runnel where water ran and rubbish thrown out of the houses accumulated (Ireland 1874).
Then occurred the incident which was to change his life, as Neild records: 'In 1762 my elder apprentice was thrown into the King's Bench for debt. As soon as I knew, I visited him. There appeared to be nothing of what I conceived to be a prison exceptthe door of admission and high walls. There was a coffee-room and a tap-room both filled with persons drinking, although it was Sunday and I had never seen such a number of profligates and prostitutes, unabashed, without fears, without blushes. I thought that all the wicked people in London had got together there. With this impression I hastened to his mother and told her to get him out directly or he would be lost forever. I visited him several times during his confinement which was not of long duration nor did it seem any punishment; he felt much less for himself that I felt for him. My ideas of a prison not being at all answered in the King's Bench, I procured admission into Newgate, as far as the press-yardI [ Figure 2 ] and the room extending over the street, which had a windmill ventilator' [ Figure 3 ). In this room all the prisoners were in irons and, amongst them, a very stout man seemingly at the point of death.'
The Wood Street Compter and Dr John Coakley Lettsom 'About six months afterwards, going down Wood Street where a felon was being taken to jail, I went and peeped through the apertures of the wooden-grated door, and the turnkey said I might go in; yes, but says I, will you let me out again? He said that he would; so I went, and looking down a very long flight of steps, saw a cellar fullof people in irons drinking. This wascalled the tap-room but I wasso frightened in Newgate that I durst not venture down. So putting three pence into the turnkey's hand, for a pot of beer, was glad when I got into the street again.'
This was the Wood Street Compter of which Dr Lettsom, founder of the Medical Society of London, took medical charge when he was appointed its Physician in 1773. It was his work there that first brought him and Neild together, for in it imprisonment for debt was the usual cause of committal, and Neild, right from his apprentice days, was intensely interested in the fate of debtors and always on his journey home to Cheshire looked into prisons en route. There was perhaps also an earlier interest. In his memoir, Neild wrote that a skilful teacher in his schooldays might have discovered his latent interests from the manner in which he was struck at seeing in a shop, which he visited frequently, a print of Miss Blandy in prison, in misery and in irons for poisoning her father. In 1766 Neild went to Liverpool where he noted that there was the same promiscuous intercourse of the sexes and the same drunkenness as in London, but the dungeons were worse and so very offensive that he did not stay in them. In the Bridewell he saw his first complete ducking-stool. On ·a large pole was fixed a weight at one end and at the other was fastened a (The press-yard was where weights were put on prisoners' chests, gradually increasing them until pain induced them to plead. 2The ventilator was erected in 1752, after the Black Assize of 1750, when the Lord Mayor, the entire bench and jury and some forty members of the general public were infected and died. Lavender has since been used in the Old Bailey as a preventive measure. At Chester he had expected to find better prisons. However, as he went twenty feet down steps in the court of the Castle to visit dungeons, he was struck with horror. There were six very smalI, quite dark dungeons in which three felons slept every night, the only air coming through a hole in the door. Neild saw the same drinking and intercourse of the sexes as in Liverpool and London. The dungeon of the Northgate was worse, being nearly as deep, with fourteen inches of water covering the floor. In 1770with a French-speaking colleague, he went on a business trip to Paris and en route called in on the prisons at Calais, St Orner, Dunkirk and Lille, where to his surprise he found no prisoners. However, the prisons of Paris-Fon L'eveque and Petit Chatelet were dreadful and worse than any he had seen in England, although the prisoners were not in irons. Later in 1779 he made a brief tour of Flanders and Germany to visit the prisons there.
The Society for the Relief and Discharge of Persons Imprisoned for Small. Debts In May 1773 this Society was formed (Lettsom 1801) and in 1774Neild became its Treasurer until his death. In this capacity he visited prisons in and about London and made weekly reports. Fifteen months after the formation of the Society, 986 prisoners had been discharged at a cost of less than £2900 (about £3 each). In 1800 his 'Accounts of Persons confined for Debt in the various Prisons of England and Wales ... as reported to the Society for the Discharge and relief of Small Debtors' was published (Dictionary of National Biography 1909).
Lettsom and Neild had been friends since 1773 and they corresponded frequently, so that when Neild retired from business and devoted all his time to prison visiting he used to write an account of the most striking incidents to Lettsom. During his correspondence he had occasion to remark that improvements which had followed Howard's crusade (1777) and previous visits by himself had failed to continue, and he was very despondent at the failure of the magistrates to carry out their duties. On 18 July 1802 he had written: 'In the postscript of my last letter, I have mentioned the Bridewells and Houses of Correction as the nurseries of our jails; and every visit I make confirms the truth of my remarks; yeteven in these places, abandoned as theinhabitants are,a thorough reformation may beetTected by thecordial cooperation of an active magistracy. ' Lettsom found the letters most interesting and with his quick eye for the value of publicity saw that here was a genuine cause with an enormous emotional appeal. He approached his friend Nichols of the Gentleman's Magazine. then the most widely read monthly journal. Nichols jumped at the opportunity but it was more difficult to persuade Neild. However, the latter finally consented on condition that Lettsom prefaced and edited the letters.
Letters in the Gentleman's Magazine 1803-1813
That is the origin of the famous 77 letters written by Lettsom before Neild's reports in the Gentleman's Magazine. Neither of the writers ever expected that it would be such a lengthy undertaking. Time and again they stopped, only to find the public wanted more. Even today the letters make fascinating reading.
The first letter appeared in the Gentleman's Magazine for December 1803 ( Figure 5 ), and the last in 1813. In his introductory letter Lettsom remarks that there are some who, inspired by the blessings they enjoy, spurn the indulgence of ease and luxury, devote fortune, time, health and even life to alleviate human misfortunes and miseries. He added such was a Howard and such now is Neild. The following are some extracts:
Liverpool. 16 October 1802 'For criminals there are seven close dungeons in a passage eleven feet wide, ten steps under, each 6tft x 5!ft x 6ft-fourprisoners locked in five of these dungeons and threein eachof theother two. The whole prison is filthy in the entrance, nor is this to be wondered at when a large dunghill with ducks, poultry etcisallowed in thecourt. All descriptions of prisoners, young and old,debtors and felons, men and women mix promiscuously together ... from the licentious intercourse of the sexes, I imagine little attention was paid to the Chaplain.'
Chester. 22 October 1802 'In the roomcalled the workshop thereare several leaden weights marked 30,40, 60lbs with a ringand a chain to each to prevent prisoners escaping. One man who was heavily double ironed had been committed until he found security to keep the peace towards his wife, who having been in the habit of pawning his clothes to buy gin, had at last pawned his breeches. This had so enraged him that he gave her a beating. When thisstory was reported by me to the magistrates next day, they ordered his irons to be knocked off,' 'P.S. I have a letter from the Rev. Wood, a magistrate, dated 29 January 1803, who mentions that they have purchased a very eligible piece of ground to build a new jail.' 'At Brecon the female prisoners were half naked and starved, without shoes or stockings, and heavily double ironed, to prevent them escaping, as the keeper had business elsewhere to engage his attention.' 'At Montgomery one lunatic had an iron collar around his neck to which was attached 6 yards of chain, so that he could walk to the end and no further. His breastbone was exposed. Next day, accompanied by the magistrates, his collar was removed.'
Cornwall, 14 October 1803 'At Dolgelly I met a man who had been confined for a debt of £27.5.6d for nineteen years.' Chelsea, 25 November 1803 'Sir Robert Peel's Act (1802) to ameliorate the condition of the children apprentices employed in cotton mills having been the subject of much conversation, I thought that a little time would be well employed in examining how far the provisions of that Act would effect the purpose intended.'
Perhaps it was not surprising for him to find that the intentions of that Act were being circumvented. He goes on:
'The calculation of the children employed in the cotton works at Manchester is about ten hired to the one apprenticed; and it is not uncommon to hire out four or five of one family, by whose earnings alone (about 25s per week) their parents are supported in idleness and profligacy. I was informed that none of the children could read except those apprenticed by the parishes of London.' In November 1809 he described a four month journey up to Scotland and stated how tired he had been on his return (Pettigrew 1817) . This was hardly surprising. During that journey he had visited the jails in the counties of Essex, Herts, Northampton, Warwick, Leicester, Derby, Notts, Lincoln, York, Durham, Northumberland and Berwick: in Scotland, Greenlaw, Jedburgh, Dunbar, Haddington, Musselburgh, Edinburgh, Leith, Dundee, Montrose, Aberdeen, Ellon, Peterhead, Fraserburgh, Banff, Cullen, Fochaber, Elgin, Forres, Nairne, Inverness, Perth, Stirling, Glasgow, Paisley, Renfrew, Ayr, Irven, Kilmarnock, Dumfries, Kirkcudbright and Annan: on returning to England, Carlisle, Appleby, Kendall, Lancaster, Preston, Manchester, Stockport, Liverpool and Chester: in North Wales, Flint, Denbigh, Ruthin and Wrexham and then, Shrewsbury, Worcester and Oxford. While in Scotland the Freedom of the Cities of Glasgow and Perth and that of the Burghs of Paisley and Ayr were conferred on him.
Such were the details supplied to the comfortable readers of the Gentleman's Magazine, none of whom had ever in their lives been without food, clothing or clean surroundings. The letters created a furore. Each of them was addressed from Lettsom's house and prefaced by him. Whenever Neild criticized a place, there was usually someone to reply, if he felt that his native city had been maligned. This kept the interest up. Frequently Neild complained that there was no chaplain, and that drew the clergy. Neild records that more had been achieved by the letters in twelve months than he had achieved in the previous thirty years, as the jailers were all now on the alert, from fear of being visited, and in a constant state of preparation.
Neild had the most intense feeling of gratitude to Lettsom, for all the help he had given him and records: 'If Howard owed anything to Fothergill, I am in a tenfold degree indebted to Dr Lettsom'.
In 1812, with the assistance of the Rev Weeden Butler he published in quarto the 'State of the Prisons in England and Wales ... not for Debtors only, for Felons also, and other less criminal offenders; together with some useful Documents, Observations and Remarks, adapted to explain and improve the conditions of Prisons in general'. The first part of the book was devoted to exposing the absurdity of the prevailing system of imprisonment for debt.
The winter of 1813-14 was one of the most severe for many years. Lettsom's diary for the first quarter of 1814is a continual entry of frost, snow and sleet. On 26 January he records that, for the last fortnight, many mails have stopped and great inconvenience from stoppage of country bills and remittances. From February 1-4 the river from Blackfriars to London Bridge was frozen over and people could cross freely. On the following day the thaw set in. On 17 February was this brief entry: 'Early in the morning died my esteemed friend James Neild of Chelsea'.
Neild was buried in St Mary's Battersea on 24 February 1814, by the side of his wife Elizabeth, and in that month's issue of the Gentleman's Magazine appeared this entry for 16 February:
'At Chelsea, in his 70th year, James Neild, Esq., one of HM Justices of the Peace for the counties of Buckinghamshire, Kent, Middlesex and the City of Westminster, Treasurer to the Society for the Relief of Persons confined for Small Debts and well known for his active benevolence in visiting all the prisons in the city and alleviating the distress of their wretched inhabitants -of this excellent personality a fuller account is in our next.' But this fuller account was never written. For this, there is a clue in what Lettsom (Pettigrew 1817) , who knew him best of all his friends, wrote later: 'He made no will, and I presume died worth three thousand a year. But alas! Where is the perfect man? To his eldest son he was said to be more cruel than Howard to his only son; the death of each is attributed to their respective parents. The subject is too painful to dwell upon; and almost incredible from the exerciseof severity ifnot cruelty. I made some effort to raise a statue to Neild, as I succeeded in Howard: but his treatment of his eldest son was so notorious as to thwart my endeavours. I mean, however, to make a biographical sketch, for his qualities were many, luminous and generally" humane. ' Neild's eldest son William had been found work by Lettsom in Tortola, his birthplace in the West Indies, but had died on his way home in 1810. John Camden, the second surviving son, inherited the estate, shortly after became a miser and died unmarried in 1852 leaving his entire property worth £500000 to Queen Victoria who rebuilt Balmoral out of the legacy (Dictionary of National Biography 1909).
It may be said that great social reforms are seldom implemented in the face of adverse public opinion. But they are achieved eventually by public opinion and, in the development of that spirit of humanitarian prison reform of the early nineteenth century, James Neild played a significant part.
